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ABSTRACT
The Forgotten Comrades: Leftist Women, Palestinians, and the Jordanian
Communist Party, 1936–1957
by
Fadi H. Kafeety
Advisor: Beth A. Baron

The Middle East in the 1950s was the site of major contestation for popular support and power.
In Jordan, a militant anti-imperialist movement emerged with a platform centered around
expelling British forces and abrogating the Anglo-Jordanian treaty. In the struggle between
monarchism and republicanism, the Jordanian Communist Party and Ba’ath Party were the
catalyzing anti-imperial forces in the first decade of Jordan’s nominal independence. Despite
having a militant core of feminists within their ranks, women of the Jordanian Communist Party
—who were instrumental in politicizing and radicalizing the first phase of the Jordanian
Women’s Movement—have been systematically erased from this critical episode in Jordan’s
history. Thus, this thesis reconstructs the symbiotic relationship between the Jordanian Women’s
Movement and the Jordanian Communist Party during the apex of the anti-imperial struggle
against British hegemony in Jordan, shedding new light on the social and political activism of
leftist women during this period.
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“It becomes obvious how essential an overall evaluation of the balance of forces, national and
international, is to any materialist account of a given communist party. There can be no such
thing as a satisfactory ‘internal’ party history.”—Perry Anderson

Introduction
On December 19 1955, a young Palestinian woman named Raja’ Abu ‘Amasha was shot
dead by Jordanian security forces as she scaled the rooftop of the British consulate in Jerusalem
and set the Union Jack alight.1 Abu ‘Amasha was amongst thousands of people who took to the
streets that day to demonstrate against Jordan’s ascension into the Central Treaty Organization
(CENTO)—commonly referred to as the Baghdad Pact—a British-led, anti-Soviet alliance in the
Middle East. Abu ‘Amasha, the first casualty of the student movment in Jordan, was heavily
influenced by the anti-imperialist platform of the Jordanian Communist Party (JCP). Her tragic
death was a catalyst that politicized scores of women, including young school girls—some of
whom would go on to join the party.2
This dark moment was one of many episodes in the first decade of Jordan’s independence
that galvanized the masses towards a collective set of goals: the abrogration of the AngloJordanian treaty, nationalization of the army, and a solution to the loss of Palestine in 1948.
These were some of the major issues and struggles were at the center of debate in the new postcolonial Jordanian state. The struggle that ensued in the decade of the 1950s was part of a wider
reconfiguration of the post-war Middle East. Situated within a broader framework of global
decolonization, postcolonial state formation, and the implementation of capitalist social relations,
the postwar Middle East became a site of contestation for popular support and power. It was
during this period that the communists in Jordan were at the forefront in the struggle against

1

Joseph Massad, Colonial Effects: The Making of National Identity in Jordan (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2001), p. 96; Suhayr Salti al-Tall, Muqaddima Hawl Qadiyat alMar’a wa al-Haraka al-Nisa’iyya fi al-Urdun (Beirut: al-Mu’assassa al-‘Arabiyya lil-Dirasat wa
al-Nashr, 1985), p. 113n77; Amal Kawar, Daughters of Palestine: Leading Women of the
Palestinian National Movement (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996), p. 13. It is
worth noting that Kawar writes that the incident took place “in 1956 or 1957.”
2
Massad, Colonial Effects, p. 95; Kawar, Daughters of Palestine, pp. 13-4.
1

British imperialism in the region, challenging the legitimacy of the British-installed oligarchic
monarchy while fighting for complete national independence from the yoke of Britain. 3
Jordan underwent massive social and political transformations during its first decade of
nominal independence. From the Nakba in 1948 to the Iraqi revolution of 1958—and all the
major events that occurred during this period—historical sociologies of Jordan reveal the
complexities that shaped Jordan’s social and developmental transformations.4 In spite of this, the
dominant frameworks imbedded in Political Science and International Relations (IR) theory posit
the first decade of post-colonial nation-building in the Middle East as a tug-of-war between
powerful men and their ideologues, systematically overlooking the social and political capacity
of marginalized individuals and groups that have been excluded from this history in its entirety.
This is reflected in the ways that the dominant scholarship frames the geopolitical climate of
Jordan as being caught between monarchical succession and regional pan-Arabism. More so,
such theories and narratives ignore the tensions that arose during a period defined by its rapid
social transformations.5
Even though women had been actively engaged in the evolving social processes
See Jordanian Communist Party, al-Iubil al-Dhahabi lil-Hizb al-Shuyu’i al-Urduni (Amman:
Jordanian Communist Party, 2001).
4
Jamie Allinson, The Struggle for the State in Jordan: The Social Origins of Alliances in the
Middle East (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016); Naseer H. Aruri, Jordan: A Study in Political
Development (1921-1965) (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1972); M. S. Agwani, Communism in
the Arab East (Bombay: Calcutta, New Delhi, 1969), pp. 71-75, 150-58; Tariq Moraiwed
Tell, The Social and Economic Origins of Monarchy in Jordan (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2013); and Abla Amawi, “State and Class in Transjordan: A study of State Autonomy” (PhD
Dissertation, Georgetown University, 1993).
5
Robert B. Satloff, From Abdullah to Hussein: Jordan in Transition, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1994); Uriel Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge of Arab Radicalism:
Jordan, 1955-1967 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); Avi Shlaim, Lion of Jordan:
The Life of King Hussein in War and Peace (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008); and Nigel
Ashton, King Hussein of Jordan: A Political Life (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008).
Ashton’s biography is the most striking of all, for even though the author is one of the few
writers to gain access to the private papers of Hussein, the JCP are completely erased from
Ashton’s periodization of the 1950s.
3

2

throughout the region, their near exclusion from the vast scholarship on Jordan is indicative of
the androcentrism embedded in the general scholarship on political history. Fakhri Saleh astutely
remarks that “there is no mention of the role of women either before 1914 or in the period … of
Transjordan,” and that the only aspects regarding women “covered by researchers—women’s
narratives and personal accounts—were those concerned with teaching girls.”6 This is also
echoed by Nicola Pratt, who asserts that women’s “long history of public work … precedes the
founding of the state in 1920.” Despite their lasting presence and important contribution to the
social and political formation of Jordanian society, “women’s activism is almost totally ignored
in accounts of Jordan’s history.”7
The JCP is one of the major political organizations that drew popular support throughout
the 1950s. Aside from their militancy and organizational capacity, what distinguished the JCP
from the other oppositional political parties operating in Jordan at the time was the fact that they
were the first political party in Jordan to call for the emancipation of women and allow women to
join their ranks.8 In their first charter of 1951, the JCP paid considerable attention to women’s
oppression in Jordan, calling for their full social and political rights.9 Outlining their political
program in Al-Muqawama al-Sha’biyya, the JCP called for the “struggle to liberate Jordanian
women from reactionary chains, and to equate them with men in all political, economic, and
social matters.”10

Fakhri Saleh, “Jordan,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Women in World History, Volume 1. ed.
Bonnie G. Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 660.
7
Nicola Pratt, “A History of Women’s Activism in Jordan: 1946-1989” 7iber May 26, 2015.
8
Ghassan Abdel Khaliq, et. al., al-Mar’a: al-Tajaliyyat wa Awfaq al-Mustaqbal Conference
Proceedings from the 19th International Philadelphia Conference, 28-30th October, 2014
(Amman: Philadelphia University, 2014), p. 263.
9
al-Atiyat, “The Women’s Movement in Jordan,” p. 58n4.
10
Quoted from Massad, Colonial Effects, p.95, 302n192; al-Muqawama al-Sha'biyya, no. 10
(June 1951) cited by Emily Naffa’, “Dawr al-Mar’a al-Urduniyya fi al-Nidal al-Siyasi,” Paper
6
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In a lecture presented by Nicola Pratt in 2015 on the history of the Jordanian Women’s
Movement (JWM), Pratt highlights how “women’s activism is almost totally ignored in the
accounts of Jordan’s history.”11 Indeed, only in recent years has the JWM during the 1950s
begun to receive serious scholarly attention. Since Suhayr Salti al-Tall’s seminal study of 1985
that situates the women’s movement within a broader framework of Jordan’s social and political
development,12 only a handful of scholarly works have followed. Of these, one Master’s thesis
and two doctoral dissertations contain insightful oral histories and archival sources,13 while the
remainder of the works—including a more comprehensive and expanded study written by al-Tall
herself—provide crucial information on the history of the JWM.14 Furthermore, feminists and
political activists like Emily Naffa’, Layla Naffa’, Salwa Zayadin, Emily Bisharat, Da’d Mu’ath,
and Majida al-Masri—all veterans of the JWM and many life-long members of the JCP—have
labored tirelessly over the years to keep this history alive through demonstrations, lecture series,
presented at the Jordanian Women in the Shadow of Contemporary Legislation conference held
in Amman, March 23–25, 1992.
11
Nicola Pratt, “A History of Women’s Activism in Jordan, 1946-1989” 7iber, May 26, 2015.
Retrieved from:
https://www.7iber.com/society/a-history-of-womens-activism-in-jordan-1946-1989/
12
Suhayr Salti al-Tall, Muqaddima Hawl Qadiyat al-Mar’a wa al-Haraka al-Nisa’iyya fi alUrdun (Beirut: al-Mu’assassa al-‘Arabiyya lil-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1985).
13
Reham Abu Rumi, “al-Haraka al-Nisa’iyya al-Urduniyya wa Dawruha fi al-Mujtama’ alUrduni” (MA Thesis, University of Jordan, 1994); Ibtesam al-Atiyat, “The Women’s Movement
in Jordan: Activism, Discourses and Strategies” (PhD Dissertation, Freien Universität Berlin,
2003); and Abeer Bashier Dababneh, “The Jordanian Women’s Movement: A Historical
Analysis Focusing on Legislative Change” (PhD Dissertation, University of Leicester, 2005).
14
al-Atiyat’s dissertation was slightly shortened and published under the same name in 2004 by
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung; also Waleed Hammad, Jordanian Women’s Organisations and
Sustainable Development (Amman: Sindbad Publishing House, 1999); Saleh Abdelrazzaq alKhawalda, Musharakat al-Mar’a al-Urduniyya fi al-Hayat al-Siyasiyya, 1921-2007: Dirasat
Hawl Athr al-Nitham al-Intikhabi ‘ala Musharakat al-Mar’a al-Urduniyya di al-Intikhabaat alNiyabiyya (Amman: Dar al-Khaleej, 2017); and Suhayr Salti al-Tall, Tarikh al-Haraka alNisa’iyya al-Urdunniyya, 1944-2008 (Amman: Azmina Lil-Nashr Wa-al-Tawziʻ, 2014); Bariah
al-Naqshabandi, al-Musharaka al-Siyasiyya lil-Mar’a fi al-Urdun wa Ba’d al-Duwal al‘Arabiyya (Beirut: al-Mu’assassa al-‘Arabiyya lil-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 2001); ‘Ayda al-Najjar,
Banaat ‘Amman Ayyam Zaman (Thakirat al-Madrasa wa al-Tareeq) (Amman: al-Salwa Books,
2009).
4

conferences, cultural events, and academic workshops.15
In the most comprehensive doctoral dissertation on the JWM, Abeer Dababneh asserts
that the JCP was a main facilitator in the early stages of the women’s movement in Jordan. The
ideology during “the early stage of the movement,” Dababneh writes, was not only “Marxist
feminist” in its orientation, but also espoused “socialist feminist ideology.”16 Moreover, socialist
feminists associated with the JCP were instrumental in transforming the women’s movement
“from being solely a charitable movement to a more political and specifically feminist
movement.”17 It is this crucial observation of the symbiotic relationship between the women of
the JCP and the JWM that will frame the basis of my thesis.
In hopes of remedying this chronic deficit, my Master’s thesis will therefore examine and
reconstruct histories of the JCP and the JWM by primarily focusing on the years between 19481957—the decade known as al-‘Asr al-Dhahabi (the golden era) of political activism in Jordan.
Both histories have been written about and documented as two mutually exclusive phenomena
that developed independent of one another, leaving out crucial episodes of close cooperation and
joint solidarity between two of the most vibrant social and political movements to arise in
modern Jordan. By conducting a thorough analysis of the JWM and the JCP during the 1950s,
the decade that witnessed their inception, their dual rise in popularity during the apex of the antiimperialist struggle in Jordan, and lastly, their brutal suppression in 1957, this project will not
only chart the intertwined growth of both movements, but will also examine the intersection
between the international women’s movement, the Arab women’s movement, and the JWM as
women across the region fought for national liberation and their political rights. While sketching
this, my thesis will also trace the rise and fall of the JCP during “al-‘Asr al-Dhahabi,” its golden
al-Tall, Tarikh al-Haraka al-Nisaʼiyya al-Urdunniyya, p. 12.
Dababneh, “The Jordanian Women’s Movement,” p. 100.
17
Dababneh, “The Jordanian Women’s Movement,” p. 101.
15
16

5

era, of the 1950s. Following Perry Anderson’s three “basic requirements for adequate historical
reconstruction of a given CP”,18 this thesis will critically utilize official party documents,
memoirs of its members, and personal interviews to read official British and Jordanian records,
as well as the Israeli-dominated scholarship on the JCP19 against the grain to construct a
comprehensive account of the relationship between the JCP and the women’s movement in
Jordan during the 1950s.
With that in mind, I wish to stress that this project is a critical appraisal of the JCP. For
the context of this thesis, it is worth considering that in documenting its history, those who
uphold the progressive character towards women's emancipation are men defending the integrity
of the JCP. Granted, while the JCP was the most progressive platform operating under hostile

(1) “Internal political trajectory:” which entails “an accurate account of the membership,
organisation, leadership, tendencies, and policies of the party, as a unit of analysis.”
(2) “National balance of forces:” it being the “relation of the CP concerned to the working class
as a whole … as well as to other classes and groups … and the relationship of bourgeois and
other intermediate strata to the Communist Party, and among themselves.” … “In other words,
no history of a communist party is finally intelligible unless it is constantly related to the national
balances of forces of which the party is only one moment, and which forms the context in which
it must operate.” … “one of the besetting sins of a lot of communist party historiography is a
failure to take seriously … what the non-communist sections of the national working class are
feeling and doing.”
(3) the international framework whereby a given party “lacked ultimate political autonomy in its
major strategic orientations.” From Perry Anderson, “Communist Party History”, in People’s
History and Socialist Theory, ed. Samuel, Raphael, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981),
pp. 147-151.
19
Shmuel Bar, ha-Miflagah ha-Komunistit ha Yardenit: Nituah Histori, (Tel Aviv University:
Occasional Papers Series, November 1988); Amnon Cohen, Political Parties in the West Bank
Under the Jordanian Regime, 1949-1967, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982). Cohen’s
work utilizes Israeli-confiscated archives of the Jordanian Intelligence Services that were left
behind in Jerusalem after 1967. As a former general in the Israeli Intelligence, this work was
used at the time by the Israeli security forces to harass and intimidate activists in the West Bank.
18

6

and reactionary conditions, the party also made destructive concessions based on the given
political conditions,20 and never lived up to the standards it professed.

Thesis Structure
This thesis is divided into three chapters. The first chapter, “Roots of the Left in Palestine
and (Trans-) Jordan” will lay the foundation for the remainder of the project. While it is valid to
recognize that the emergence of the JCP was accelerated by and enlarged after the loss of
Palestine in 1948 and the Jordanian annexation of the West Bank in 1950,21 the years that
precede the formation of the party are largely overlooked. In order to present a thorough
narrative of leftist political opposition prior to 1951, this opening chapter will utilize the
scattered information on the formation of the Transjordanian left that will then lead the
discussion into the following chapters when the movement is formed and operational in Jordan.
Although there are major gaps in the roles that women played on the left prior to 1948 on the
East Bank of Jordan, I will attempt to remedy this by incorporating the relevant history of
women’s movement and activism in Palestine—as many of the women this thesis will mention
were in some form or capacity involved in the Palestinian women’s movement.
Unsurprisingly, what is written about the composition of the JCP’s membership during its
formative years revolves around the male leadership.22 Figures such as Fu’ad Nassar, Yacoub
Zayadin, Nabih Irshaidat, and Fa’iq Warrad figure prominently in the scholarship on the JCP,
whereas lifelong women members of the JCP, such as Emily Naffa’ and Salwa Zayadin, are
Amnon Cohen states that at the height of the JCP’s rivalry with the Ba’ath in the mid-1950s,
“party activists were instructed to … [among other things] keep women veiled.” Cohen, Political
Parties, p. 61.
21
Agwani, Communism in the Arab East, p. 71.
22
Amnon Cohen, Political Parties in the West Bank Under the Jordanian Regime, 1949-1967
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982).
20
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systematically overshadowed. In fact, of what little space is allocated to the analysis of women
involved with the JCP, Emily Naffa’ appears to be the sole woman whose story is accounted
for.23 This is not unique to this history, but is rather emblematic of the androcentrism embedded
in the dominant scholarship on Jordan. Thus, the rest of the thesis sets out to write Jordanian
women back into the social and political history of the 1950s. The second chapter, “Building two
Movements: The Women’s Movement and the Jordanian Communist Party,” integrates the
formative years of the JWM and the JCP, particularly through education and building politically
conscious, class-oriented politics in Jordan.
The third and final chapter will situate the women’s movement within a broader
framework of the anti-imperialist struggle in Jordan, focusing on the years between 1955—1957.
““fal-Yasqut Hilf Baghdad!” Women and the Anti-Imperialist Movement in Jordan” analyzes the
roles played by leftist and communist women in organizing against the Bahgdad Pact and
fighting for total enfranchisement for women during Jordan’s only democratically-elected
government. Central to both of these struggles is the JCP, both in its organizational capacity as
the major political force in Jordan, and through its close relationship to major figures within the
women’s movement.
In the spirit of the pathbreaking works of gendered historians whose works have shed
new light on forgotten agents and revolutionaries, this thesis will highlight the integral role that
leftist women played in the formation of modern Jordanian society. Through a reflection of the
JCP and JWM after the imposition of Martial Law in 1957, the Epilogue will assess the legacies
of the women’s movement and the JCP in the years that followed the fervent decade of the 50s
by comparing it to later struggles in Jordan’s history.
Jacky Sawalha is the only non-academic work that has chapters dedicated to both Naffa’ and
Bisharat. See Voices: The Pioneering Spirit of Women in Jordan, (Amman: Jordan Ahli Bank,
2011).
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Chapter 1: Roots of the Left in Palestine and (Trans-) Jordan
To set the stage for an analysis of the Jordanian Women’s Movement (JWM) and the
Jordanian Communist Party (JCP) during the 1950s, this chapter will provide a general overview
of the leftist oppositional movement in Transjordan from the mandate period through the
formation of the JCP in 1951. The motivation behind doing such is to provide a singular
narrative that encapsulates the history of the left in Jordan to complement the scholarship on the
JCP that takes the years between 1948-1951 as the starting point for the Jordanian left. To link
this section with the remainder of the project, this chapter will integrate the relevant histories of
the Palestinian left into the storyline, as many within the movement would go on to play an
integral role in the formative years of the of the JCP.

Beginnings of the Left in Transjordan and the Middle East
Though Hanna Batatu writes in his magnum opus on the history of Iraq that “ideas of a
leveling nature existed in the Arab and Ottoman East prior to the outbreak of the Bolshevik
Revolution in Russia,”1 the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 did have a profound impact on the
formation of communist parties across the Middle East and the greater colonized world. As the
Bolshevik government was waged in a civil war against royalists and Tsarist forces, known as
the White Army, and various imperial forces that intervened to crush the revolution, the
Communist International (COMINTERN) realized the need to create and solidify an alliance
between communists and anti-colonial liberation movements in the struggle against colonialism,
imperialism, and capitalism. It was out of the Second World Congress of the COMINTERN in
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the summer of 1920 that a call was made to organize for an internationalist conference that could
serve as the vehicle for exporting global revolution into the colonized world.
The Congress of the Peoples of the East, which was held in Baku during the first week of
September 1920, brought together around 1900 delegates from a range of East European and
Asian backgrounds to discuss the future of anti-colonial revolution. The week-long conference
was attended by anywhere between three to six delegates from Arabia, Palestine, and Syria,
according to the Manifesto of the Congress to the Peoples of the East, the official publication
that was produced from the conference.2 The position of the Bolsheviks in the Arab world was
also bolstered by Leon Trotsky’s infamous exposure of the Sykes-Picot agreement along with
other classified diplomatic arrangements the Tsarist regime had with foreign powers, causing
uproar acoss the Arab world.3
The Bolsheviks took a peculiar attitude towards anti-colonial movements in the Middle
East. As one scholar on the Russian Revolution remarks, the Bolsheviks took a rather different
approach to resistance against imperialism in the region in the immediate aftermath of WWI and
the Russian Civil War. “Muslim beliefs and institutions,” E. H. Carr writes, “were treated with
veiled respect, and the cause of world revolution narrowed down to specific and more
manageable dimensions. The Muslim tradition of the Jehad [sic], or holy war against the infidel,
was harnessed to a modern crusade of oppressed peoples against the imperialist aggressors, with
Britain as the main target of attack.”4 Though the congress announced in December that year that
2
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a journal, The Peoples of the East, would be published in several languages, including Arabic,
Carr notes that no copies of these journals have been retrieved.5
The Palestine Communist Party (PCP) was formed in 1923 through the amalgamation of
splinter organizations from the dissolved Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and other Marxist
circles in Palestine.6 Up until 1924, these communist parties had been exclusively Jewish, and
they did not have any members that could write in Arabic.7 That said, Jewish Marxists and
communists have had a profound impact in the rise of communism in the Middle East. 8 Anticommunist and reactionary forces in the Middle East would exploit the Arab-Jewish solidarity as
part of a “Judeo-Bolshevik” conspiracy—a fascist, anti-Semetic trope that future monarchs of
Jordan would use in their attacks on Jordanian communists.
By 1924, the first Arab Palestinian joined the PCP, and in 1925 the PCP sent its first
Arab member, Radwan al-Hilu to study at Moscow’s University of Toilers of the East. 9 The PCP
recruited from the Arab working class, and also claimed some educated members—including
journalists and teachers.10 As with other communist parties in the region, many of the first Arab
members to the PCP belonged to religious or ethnic minorities. In the case of Palestine, they
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were Greek Orthodox.11 One such person was Fu’ad Nassar, a member of the Greek Orthodox
community in Nazareth, who would become the first secretary general of the Jordanian
Communist Party.
Suliman Bashear, the preeminent scholar on the first decade of communist movements in
the Middle East, traced the earliest of attempts to establish a Marxist movement in Transjordan
to as early as 1926, when the Palestine Communist Party (PCP), which controlled “activity in
Syria and Trans-Jordania [sic],” attempted to organize a communist circle near the southern town
of Karak.12 The PCP had floated the idea of “build[ing] other communist parties in the area” in a
series of letters exchanged between the leadership dating back to 1924. 13 The experiment in
Transjordan was short-lived, as the efforts to build a communist movement in the area only
yielded two recruits, and the initiative to develop a leftist movement in Transjordan was shelved
by the PCP.14 In a study on the early Transjordanian labor movement until 1948, Hani Hourani
cites the same police reports used by Bashear to mention an organization in Transjordan called
’Usbat Munahadat al-Imbirialiya (Anti-Imperialist League) which was set up by the PCP and
was most active between February and May of 1927.15
Perhaps one of the more interesting accounts of PCP activity in Jordan came through a
series of letters exchanged between the leadership of al-Hizb al-Watani (The National Party) and
the PCP in 1932, in which the two parties expressed their desire to expand political opposition in
Transjordan—with the leadership of the former stating their willingness to waging an armed
See Mack, “Orthodox and Communist”
A. S. Mavrogordato report on “Communist Movement in Palestine” quoted in Suliman
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struggle against the colonial regime should the PCP provide it with weaponry and financial
support in their anti-imperial campaign. It is also worth noting that al-Hizb al-Watani even
announced its support of the “Bolshevik party” in hopes of securing recognition and backing
from the USSR.16
In another overview on communism in the Middle East, Walter Laqueur’s short section
on Jordan highlights how the PCP successfully organized small labor unions in Amman and the
northern region of Transjordan during the 1930s—which were the first of their kind.17 On 16
July 1931, the newspaper al-Jami’a al-Arabiyya reported on the formation of the first labor
organization in Transjordan. The aims of Al-Hizb al-Ummal al-Urduni (Jordanian Worker’s
Party) were to “guarantee labor rights for workers and fellahin and protect them.”18 At around
the same time, ‘Ittihadu’l Ummal al Urduniyin (Union of Jordan Workers) sprang up under the
leadership of Dr. Subhi Abu Ghanimah, claiming a few thousand members in its ranks.”19
Another attempt to organize the laborforce was announced again on 11 July 1932, when Jam’iyat
Musa’adat al-’Ummal al-Urduniyya (Jordanian Workers Aid Association) was formed. These
attempts dissipated until 1936, when a Marxist named Qasim Milhim tried to organize a labor
union in Transjordan with some members of the PCP and was denied a permit by the regime. 20
Because Milhim actively called for a revolution to overthrow the Hashemite regime, all trade
union activity was immediately repressed.21
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Other studies that document the history the labor movement and trade union activity in
(Trans-) Jordan present a more illustrative account of how leftist forces in Transjordan attempted
to insert themselves into the small, yet steadily expanding workforce.22 Of the literature that I
have surveyed, there is no record of any attempts to organize women workers in Transjordan
during the mandate period. This is part of the greater absence of women in the history of the
Jordanian labor movement.23 Part of the reason why incorporating women into this story is
particulary challenging is due to the fact that labor historians working on Jordan have completely
overlooked questions surrounding women and gender. Even though this thesis will proceed to
show that beginning from the 1930s Jordan witnessed a gradual expansion of women entering
the educational system and workforce, primarly as teachers, nurses, and related occupations in
those respective fields, I have been unable to come across any written or oral documentation of
attempts to organize women in the workplace prior to the 1950s.
That said, there are numerous reasons as why it is difficult to study women’s
participation within the Jordanian labor movement. Firstly, Bariah al-Naqshabandi notes that
because the majority of women who entered the labor force in Jordan were officially government
employees, they operated outside of the labor movement’s orbit. 24 Secondly, al-Tall points out
that several women were critical of labor unions and were hesitant to join them because they felt
that both the labor laws in place and the issues that the unions were fighting to improve did not
Ali Khrais and Salah Safadi, al-Haraka al-Naqabiya al-‘Umaliyya fi al-Urdun (Amman: Dar
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protect women, and thus, joining a union ran counter to their collective interests. Indeed, it was
not until 1960 that the first Jordanian labor laws began to include women. Moreover, many
women did not participate in the labor movement in fear of their safety. The regime took such a
repressive stance against labor organizing that women threatened their reputation being
destroyed and were even at risk of having their entire family incarcerated if convicted of being
involved in a union.25

The Palestinian Revolt, 1936-39
The 1936-39 revolt in Palestine initially began as a general strike that was declared by
Arab workers and businesses in Nablus on 19 April 1936 against British hegemony in Palestine,
Zionist settler-colonialism, and the expansion of capitalism into the region.26 The general strike,
adhered by most segments of Palestinian society, entailed “a boycott of British and Jewish
goods, services, and institutions.”27Within the same week, the Palestinian elites and nationalist
leaders that were excluded from the general strike hastily assembled the Arab Higher Committee
(AHC) to rein in and control the demands of the strike.28 What began as a predominantly
nonviolent campaign against British imperial rule quickly escalated into a full-scale anti-colonial
revolt—primarily in the countryside—against the dual oppression of life under British
imperialism and Zionist settler-colonialism. Towards the second half of the revolt, the struggle
25
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expanded to combat the reactionary Palestinian landed elites and the conservative elements of
comprador class that were complicit in land sales to Zionists and aiding the British occupation of
Palestine.
In spite of being weak and ineffective in the countryside, the PCP, comprised of both
Arab and Jewish members, threw all its weight behind the anticolonial movement in 1936, and
many of its members were arrested and killed during the revolt. 29 Arab members of the PCP
initiated communication with the leadership of the Arab nationalist movement following the
“Cement Incident” of October 1935—when supposed shipments of cement materials meant for
Jewish development were discovered to contain a cache of weapons to be delivered to Zionist
militias and the kibbutzim.30 Even Jewish members organized in support of the revolt. In early
1937, the central committee of the PCP, among them Simha Tzabari (a prominent woman in the
party),31 established the Jewish Section so that party cadres could expand their tactics on the
ground and “carry out activity in the Jewish street[s]” of Jerusalem, Haifa, and Tel Aviv.32
However, by 1938 the Jewish Section had come to diverge so greatly from the leadership of the
PCP that “the organizational link between the two was severed” until the revolt was crushed. The
Jewish Section was formally dissolved in December 1939.33
The Arab leftists and labor organizers were attacked from all fronts: British imperial,
labor Zionist, elite Arabs, and to a certain extent the fellahin themselves. From early on, the
British took measures to eliminate the threat of labor. To do so, the Mandate authorities struck
the resistance movement in key points—its organizational cadre and the impoverished masses.
29
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Kanafani ascribes the weakness of the Arab labor movement as being due to a combination of
“oppression by the authorities, crushing competition from the Jewish proletariat and bourgeoisie,
and persecution by the leadership of the Arab nationalist movement.”34 The first major blow was
dealt when security forces assassinated Michel Mitri in December 1936, a fierce organizer and
leader of the Arab Workers’ Society (AWS), who was extremely effective on the picket line
during the opening months of the general strike. Other important labor figures, like Sami Taha,
who would emerge as the head of the Palestinian Arab Workers’ Society (PAWS), and Francis
Sayigh, a militant communist, were held indefinitely under Britain’s Emergency Regulations of
1937.35
In an internal reflection on the outcomes of the revolt, the PCP listed five main reasons
that they believed led to the failure of the revolt: 1) The absence of a revolutionary leadership; 2)
individualism and opportunism among the leadership; 3) lack of central command; 4) weakness
of the PCP; and 5) the global political climate.36 Kanafani pushes these points further by adding
that the PCP had close ties with Hajj Amin al-Husayni, who they saw as leading the anti-feudal
bloc, despite the fact that his faction liquidated any “leftist elements who tried to penetrate labour
circles.”37 In addition to aligning with reactionary fronts, the PCP was unable to penetrate the
countryside where the heart of the revolt was; instead, they focused on organizing in certain
towns.38
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Moreover, many Jewish members left the PCP after Arab leadership threw its support
behind the revolt.39 Initially, Jewish members who supported the revolted formed what Zachary
Lockman describes as the “Jewish section” within the PCP, though they gradually diverge from
the party’s official line. “By the end of the revolt,” Lockman writes, “the PCP’s Arab and Jewish
components had become deeply estranged,” signaling the start to a number of splits which
ultimately led to “the collapse of the PCP as a unified Arab-Jewish party.”40 Here, Zachary
Lockman attributes the failures of both Zionist and anti-Zionist labor organizations in acquiring a
lasting social base among Palestinian Arab workers to their “perception of Arab workers as
passive and largely incapable of self-motivated rational action, who therefore had to be acted
upon.”41
From the very start, the Transjordanian regime denounced the general strike and
vigorously campaigned to have it dissolved. Hashemite territorial ambitions over Jerusalem
preceded the creation of Transjordan itself, and Amir Abdullah I (later King) continued to
express this throughout his reign—much to the dismay of the British (until the very end). Not
only was emir Abdullah well connected to the elite and landed classes of Palestine, he also
maintained close contact with several Zionist institutions—most notably the Jewish Agency. The
emir also had a material interest in expansing the Zionist settler-colonial enterprise. In addition
to leasing the Jewish Agency land in al-Ghor,42 the organization directly disbursed funds to the
emir to distribute amongst tribal sheikhs in Transjordan to buy their loyalty. 43 As the general
strike in Palestine carried on, threatening to impose serious challenges to the British, regional
39
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ruling classes, both sets of Hashemites included, were desperately summoned in a hasty attempt
to break the strike and restore the status quo.44 It is worth noting here that amid discussions
between Abdullah and the AHC in Amman throughout the month of August 1936, fissures
between the hardliners on immigration suspension that were aligned with al-Husayni and the
compromisers aligned with al-Nashashibi became more visible to the public.45
Yoav Alon goes as far as to claim that the revolt in Palestine was one of the three factors
that contributed to the growth of the state in Transjordan in the 1930s.46 As such, it is rather
surprising that the revolt received less than a page in Joseph Massad’s seminal study on
Jordanian society, Colonial Effects. While that page does contain some useful information on
Transjordanian solidarity with the revolt, such as a reference to the nationalist conference of Um
al-‘Amad in June 1936, where “nomadic tribes, hitherto thought to be immune from national
ideology,”47 offered solidarity with the rebels and called for “the collection of money and arms,
which they then sent with hundreds of Jordanian volunteers … to fight alongside the
Palestinians”—only one source is utilized to draw upon the events of the revolt and its effect on
Transjordan.48 More surprising, and crucial to the book’s analysis—one which is so deeply
rooted in the military and its role in identity formation in (post-) colonial Jordan—is how there is
no mention of the implications that the revolt had on the Transjordanian security forces.
Whereas the Transjordanian regime vehemently opposed any form of strike or revolt, the
44
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Transjordanian masses were sympathetic to the Palestinian with the general strike in Palestine,
which translated into growing discontent towards their mutual colonial rulers,49 with some even
directed towards the monarchy itself. Frosty relations with the French forces in Syria meant that
there was relative fluidity between the mountainous sections of the border between Palestine and
Transjordan, making the latter a crucial transit point for rebel smuggling routes into Palestine.
The first attack on the pipeline in Transjordan occurred in Irbid in July 1936, a month after the
conference was held by regional monarchs to break the strike. From that point onward, Britain
secured “minimum protection” for the pipeline in Transjordan by outsourcing patrol troops from
the Zain branch of the Bani Sakhr tribe.50
More serious measures were by the British to cut off supply lines in Palestine and by
extension, prevent the spillage of the revolt into Transjordan. After several border skirmishes
along the northern region of ‘Ajlun and the Syrian border, the budget of the Arab Legion was
increased, allowing for it to expand. The Legion became responsible for preventing rebel bands
“from making trouble in Transjordan.”51 Moreover, the “Palestine troubles,” as by P. J.
Vatikiotis describes them, “led to the authorisation … of a Reserve Combat Force in the Legion
of two cavalry companies, and one regiment of mechanised beduin [sic], the so-called Beduin
Mechanised Force.”52 Mary Wilson crucially points out a major shift in the composition of the
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military. From that point onward, the “‘beduin’ [sic] component [of the Arab Legion] grew to
over half” for the first time.53 The circumstances during the revolt in Palestine concretized Glubb
Pasha’s civil-military practices, which would prove instrumental to the formation, consolidation,
and survival of the post-colonial Jordanian state.
As a preventative measure, Britain also “loosen[ed] its purse-strings and pour[ed] large
amounts of money into relief” and provisions of employment. Fearing the precariousness of their
position in Transjordan, especially after the Indian provincial elections of 1937, the “old system”
of distributing subsidies to Sheikhs was reinstituted.54 Yoav Alon uncovers the depth of these
financial transactions, stating that the Jewish Agency gave Abdullah funds to distribute to
Sheikhs in the Ghor region by the Dead Sea. That said, however, “British commitment to the
development of Transjordan remained half-hearted.”55 As agricultural outputs in Transjordan and
British authority in Palestine began to recover, subsidies and aid were slashed—demonstrating
their inconsistent approach to ruling Transjordan.
Political historians and historical sociologists attribute positive levels of agricultural
output along with the rise in wage labor to the general stability of Transjordan during the years
of revolt. In contrast to the years before, relative abundance from harvests of 1937-38 resulted in
higher wages for those involved, “as seasonal labour flows were restricted by the conflict.”56
Additionally, there was an increase in construction work, particularly on the Baghdad-Haifa
highway.57 The “combination of ‘pro-rural’ policy bias and good harvests,” Tell explains,
“stabilized the rural hinterlands and prevented the spillover of the Great Palestinian Revolt into
53
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‘Ajlun in 1939.”58 The agricultural revival in Transjordan was certainly one of the reasons why
Abdullah extended the leases on Transjordanian land in the Ghor region to the Jewish Agency on
a yearly basis from 1929 until 1939, with a royalty agreement in place.59
The Transjordanian security forces did not hesitate to resort to violence when confronting
the revolutionaries in Palestine. From the earliest days of the strike, “the police were drilled in
mob control” and “demonstrations in the capital [of Amman] were banned.”60 Enforcing order
across Transjordan entailed regulating its borders with Palestine.61 The Trans-Jordan Frontier
Force (TJFF), a 700-man gendarmerie force formed during the Great Syrian Revolt to suppress
uprisings and prevent border infiltrations, was stationed along the border between Palestine and
Transjordan to contain the Palestinian revolt.62 The Jordan Valley thus became “the first region
[in Jordan] to experience military control,” becoming the site for the first “serious attempt to
control arms since the establishment of the Emirate.”63 In 1938, British orders were given to
“crack down swiftly on the slightest evidence of unrest.”64 Although by the end of 1939 the
military had gained a significant degree of control over Syrian and Palestinian borders, their path
to achieving this was far from peaceful. In spite of the strict censorship that Britain and the
Hashemites enacted to cover their tracks, sources from Zionist militias who fought alongside the
TJFF offer an insight into brutal measures taken to suppress the revolt. Following the Tiberias
massacre of October 1938, a retaliatory raid party was assembled, “possibly in the Jordan
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valley,” in which a “British officer from the Trans-Jordan Frontier Force arrived and started to
fire indiscriminately into Bedouin tents.”65 Throughout the revolt, the TJFF conducted numerous
operations alongside the two British army divisions station in Palestine; together with the RAF,
the ‘peace bands,’ and the Zionist forces, the TJFF were active in the terror campaigns that
ultimately extinguished the revolt by 1939.66

Women and the Palestine Revolt
The reason why revisiting the Palestinian Revolt is important in the study of the left in
Jordan is because this was the first instance in Palestine where women participated in the armed
struggle against colonialism and imperialism. In addition to the armed guerrillas fighting to
liberate Palestine from imperialism and Zionism, women’s organizations were involved in
coordinating and prolonging the general strike in Palestine.67 In Ted Swedenburg’s
anthropological study on the legacies of the revolt, he succinctly remarks that women’s
mobilization in Palestine “has a history that has been systematically neglected,” 68 yet the author
awkwardly confesses in the next paragraph that women were bound to remain on the periphery
of his project. In discussing the methodology of the interviews and archiving conducted
65
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alongside Sonia Nimr, who was engaged in the same field research in Palestine, the pair formed
an academic partnership, concentrating “chiefly on locating and interviewing thuwwar.”69 In
gendering the thuwwar, it is unsurprising that Swedenburg’s fieldwork did not produce a
meaningful account on women’s activities beyond the auxiliary role.70 In recounting an incident
in which a teenage girl was shot and killed for throwing stones at a police officer in Kafr Kanna,
Swedenburg offers a glimpse of “women as actors, protagonists, and martyrs in the earlier
national liberation struggle.”71 Though women in general undertook a more auxiliary role in the
fighting, what the revolt demonstrated was that an organized cadre of women began taking more
active roles in the defence of their communities.
To compensate, however, Swedenburg utilizes a variety of primary and secondary
sources in an attempt to situate Palestinian women within the revolt. Swedenburg found that it
was largely because of the constant letters sent by women of the AWC to the High
Commissioner in Palestine in protest against British counter revolutionary measures “that
documentary record exists [in the Colonial Office] of British abuses.”72 Furthermore, Since these
records show that the factional disputes and power-struggles that split the men of the Palestinian
nationalist movement did not impact the women’s movement, for it took an additional year for
the unity of the women’s movement to crumble along the Nashashibi and Husayni split.73 In the
overall historiography of the revolt, gender occupies a secondary, if not tertiary role in the
history of Palestine between 1936 and 1939. Though there are individual sets of statements, data,
or comments documented across the scholarship on the revolt, there remains a need for a
comprehensive monograph on Palestinian women and the revolt.
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The Left in Transjordan
The split between Arab and Jewish factions of the PCP during and after the Palestinian
Revolt would had permanent effect on the trajectory of the communist movement in Palestine.
By the start of WWII the revolt had been suppressed and Palestinian society destroyed—with
around 10% of the male population killed, incarcerated, or in exile.74 It was in this political
economy that ‘Usbat al-Taharur al-Watani (National Liberation League, NLL) was formed in
1943 by former Arab members of the PCP, including Emile Habibi, Bulus Farah, Emile Touma,
and Fu’ad Nassar. The NLL attracted many leftist Palestinian intellectuals and trade-unionists
across the country, becoming the successor organization for Arab communists in Palestine.
After the Nakba and the expulsion of 750,000 Palestinians from their land in 1948, the
members of the NLL were geographically seperated into three regions: members who remained
inside the new state of Israel, and members who were either based in or ostracized from their
homes into Gaza or the West Bank.75 Palestinians living under military occupation inside the
state of Israel were banned from forming any independent parties, and were thus only allowed to
join existing political parties. As such, most of the leftist Palestinian women living under military
rule in Israel joined the Israeli Communist Party (MAKI)—itself a merger of the PCP and its
splinter groups like the Hebrew Communists and the NLL.76
An incipient leftist movement emerged in Transjordan immediately after WWI in
response to British imperialism, emigration and interaction with regional communist parties, the
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effects of WWII, the spiraling situation in Palestine, the imposition of capitalist social
relations—all of which accentuated the disparity levels amongst the populations in Palestine and
Jordan. By the later half of the 1940s, a more pronouced left was forming inside Jordan. There
were two avenues for the formation of the JCP. On the one hand, there was the organized cadres
of the NLL which were filled with seasoned communists and militant activists. On the other,
students from Transjordan who had traveled abroad to study in Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria
had returned with some exposure to radical theory and praxis. Those on the left who returned
remained in close contact with the Marxist circles and communist parties they were once
involved in into the 1940s.77
The Hashemite regime took preemptive measures against any perceived threats of
communism well before the formation of a communist party in Jordan.78 An Anti-Communist
Anti-Communist Law was enacted on 2 May, 1948, prohibiting “publication, issuance or
circulation of Communist literature.”79 The newly-crowned king Abdullah sought “to create an
anti-Communist bloc” to attract Western support.80 It is worth noting, however, that the while
the law exclusively targeted communists, communism was used as a blanket term to define all
forms of political opposition directed towards the regime.81 Displaying an “obvious enthusiasm
for the fascist regime,” Abdullah embarrassed Britain by “being the first head of state to visit
Franco” on an official visit to Spain in 1949.82 Abdallah’s open affiliation with a fascist regime
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not only drew the ire of the burgeoining left in Jordan, but also brought condemnation from
British agents stationed in Jordan.
The first serious attempt to unite the Marxist cells across Jordan took place in 1949 when
the Marxist circles in Transjordan began to enmesh, forming clandestine cells in Irbid, Mafraq,
Madaba, and al-Salt.83 The cells also decided to elect a leadership: Nabih Irshaidat, Issa Mdanat,
Farid Akasheh, Ibrahim al-Twal, Hanna Hattar, and Hanna Halasa all served on the central
committee of an embryonic communist movement in Jordan.84 The leadership acquired funding
to send its members to study at the Syrian University85 and establish relations with the Syrian
Communist Party (SCP).86 Members like Yacoub Zayadin, a future secretary general of the JCP
and a parliamentarian, received his political training and experience under the guidance of the
Lebanese Communist Party (LCP) and the SCP.87
By 1950, the Marxist circles in Jordan were drawn closer to the NLL cells operating in
the West Bank.88 The closer ties between both movements came in response to the integration of
the Palestinian and Jordanian segments of the working class during the two year influx of
Palestinian refugees and the official annexation of the West Bank in 1950, bringing both groups
under the rule of the monarchy.89 Fu’ad Nassar, who lead the NLL in the West Bank, even
moved to Amman to expand the NLL’s foothold in Jordan.90
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In mid-May, 1951, a pamphlet titled “Barnamaj al-Hizb al-Shuyu’i al-Urduni” appeared
across Jordan and the West Bank, announcing the amalgamation of the NLL in the West Bank
with existing Marxist circles in the East Bank of Jordan to form the Jordanian Communist Party
(JCP). The decision was made, in part, due to the Jordanian annexation of the West Bank; it was
also taken to combine forces in the struggle against British hegemony and imperialism in the
region.91 Outlining their political program in al-Muqawama al-Sha’biyya, the JCP called for the
“struggle to liberate Jordanian women from reactionary chains, and to equate them with men in
all political, economic, and social matters.”92 This was the first statement made by a political
party in Jordan in support of women’s rights.93 While the JCP was one of several political
movements that grew in popularity during the 1950s, what distinguished them from all other
emerging leftist parties was the fact that they were the first political party in Jordan to call for the
emancipation of women and allow women to join their ranks.94 Over the course of the decade,
the JCP would play an integral role in organizing and politicizing women against the social and
political injustices they faced in the new state of Jordan.
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Chapter 2: Building Two Movements: The Women’s Movement and the Jordanian
Communist Party
The founding of Jordan was not preceded by a national Jordanian movement,
even if anti-colonial Arab nationalist movements were being developed there.
—Pénélope Laziellière
If we move to a wider context, we find that Amman in particular and Jordan in
general were passing through a new phase of emotion and inquiry. Banned,
dangerous questions that had been suppressed became everyday questions. Why?
How? What now?
—Abd al-Rahman Munif
The first year of the Jordanian Communist Party (JCP) ended in defeat and despair. By
mere coincidence, police in Amman were tipped off about a communist cell in the neighborhood
of Jabal al-Taj.1 To the misfortune of the JCP, the party’s secretary general, Fu’ad Nassar, was in
that house at the time of the raid on 26 December 1951. Of the numerous cells the JCP had
across Amman,2 this particular one housed the partys’ sole printer, small Roneo machine3—
which was seized, along with Jaber Hussein Jaber, Salem Elias Mitri, Elias Shamaa’, and Daoud
Shmeis, who were all detained on suspicion of printing pamphlets that evening. 4 Shmeis, a
“young skinny black man,” was the only person whose description was reported in the
newspaper that covered the raid. At seventeen years of age, Shmeis was the youngest of the
members detained that evening.5
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Under the Anti-Communist Law of 1948,6 the detained stood trial for engaging in
subversive political activity as well as being in possession of communist literature. 7 Nassar was
sentenced to a decade of hard labor, while the others received lesser sentences of six years. 8 The
prisons in Jordan were antiquated,

and many of the operational prisons during this period 1950s had not

changed at all since they were built during late Ottoman period.9 Conditions in the prisons of
Jordan were horrendous. Disease was rife, food was scarce, and there were no toilets in the
cells.10 In a monthly report on Jordan for March 1952, a British agent reports of continued
“strong repressive action” against communists. “Those condemned,” the report mentions, were to
“be detained in a building near the Saudi frontier.”11
In spite of the losses suffered by the JCP at the hands of the regime, political
consciousness was blossoming in every corner of Jordan. On 21 October 1951, major student
protests sprung out in Amman, Irbid, Nablus, al-Salt, and Qalqilya in solidarity with Egyptians in
their struggle to annul the Anglo-Egyptian treaty of 1936. In this powerful demonstration of
regional solidarity, protesters in Jordan demanded the abrogation of the Anglo-Jordanian treaty
and the dismissal of Glubb Pasha from the military.12 Additionally, on the day that Fu’ad Nassar
was sentenced to prison on 20 February 1952, police “announced that Communist cells had been
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discovered in the Amman girls’ high school—an unheard-of thing in the country’s political
history.”13
By the 1950s, Jordan witnessed a massive growth of women entering the public sphere
and labor market. This expansion also brought forth questions about the role of women in
Jordanian society. What role would women play in post-colonial Jordan’s nation-building
project? What rights were to be guaranteed to women by the state? How should they fight to
attain the rights that were withheld from them? These are but some of the main questions asked
by the women’s movement and radical parties like the JCP regarding the future of Jordan.
One major study on the role of women in the Middle East concluded that the monarchy
was the biggest impediment to the advancement of women in Jordan. “As long as the King
lived,” the report reads, “the women of Amman did not move forward.”14 Though the study uses
the veil, or lack of, as a marker of social advancement in the region, what its findings do capture
is the rapid social advance of women in the East Bank of Jordan from 1951 onwards.15 The
annexation of the West Bank automatically incorporated the educated and politically active
Palestinian women into Jordanian society who were “to introduce a new genre of politics to the
Jordanian political arena.”16

The Movement from Above
While scholars like Nicola Pratt claim that women’s activism in Jordan predates the
creation of the state itself, the first documented women’s organization dates back to December
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1944—one and a half years prior to Jordan’s nominal independence. Jam’iyat al-Tadamun alNisa’i al-Ijtima’iya (Women’s Social Solidarity Society) was established by “a primary school
head mistress” from al-Zahra school, with princess Musbah bint Nasser, who would later become
the first queen consort of Jordan, serving as its honorary president. 17 One of the society’s goals
was “caring for children and housing them, and taking care of other social matters with the aim
of improving the level of poor people and improving their situations.”18
The following year, Huda Sha’arawi led a delegation to Transjordan in 1945 in the hopes
of convincing emir Abdullah to allow them to establish a women’s organization in time for the
founding session of the Arab Feminist Union (AFU) in Cairo. Sabriya Hashem, the wife of
Ibrahim Hashem (former and future prime minister), hosted the delegation during their stay in
Amman.19 It was in this context that Dababneh even goes as far as to credit Sha’rawi with the
creation of Jam’iyat al-Ittihad.20 One woman associated with the Palestinian and Transjordanian
stated before the Cairo conference that they “will not demand more rights than what is allowed
under Islamic law and the holy Qur’an. Demanding political rights for women is before its
time.”21
Thus, Jam’iyat al-Ittihad al-Nisa’i al-Urduni (United Society of Jordanian Women) was
innaugurated by princess Zein al-Sharaf, future queen and mother of king Hussein, in 1945. This
organization took a more pronouced stance on cultivating the cultured woman, who would be
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modern yet modest, one they claim is “consistent with the country’s traditions and customs …
[and] completely observes the rituals of religion and the maintainance of the veil.”22
Already by the end of WWII, two women’s organizations were operational in
Transjordan. Elite women’s societies were the only documented type of society in the 1940s.
That they were run by the ruling class indicates that the social composition of the membership in
these societies were elite women. In fact, given that these two organizations claimed somewhere
between 80-100 members,23 it would not be a long shot to consider whether the initial members
comprised those within the social orbit of each princess. This may be especially the case with
Jam’iyat al-Tadamun, whose founding members were either other princesses or wives of elite
Jordanian figures.24 That said, however, a woman named Emily Bisharat, the first woman to
become a lawyer in Jordan, joined princess Zein’s Jam’iyat al-Ittihad al-Nisa’i al-Urduni and
used this organization as a vehicle to advance women’s social status in Jordanian society. 25
Bisharat will figure heavily in the 1950s, when she worked alongside communist women in the
fight for women’s enfranchisement in Jordan.
Under the Ministry of Social Development’s first official registry of “voluntary societies”
in 1951, 32 out of 340 associations were women’s organizations.26 It was during this period that
Salwa Zayadin, a militant communist and a central figure of the JWM remarks that the
organizations of the late forties “did not have any feminist political interests.”27 In her
dissertation on the JWM, Ibtesam al-Atiyat argues that these groups were “comprised of some
wealthy women who, as a way of filling free time, provided assistance to elevate poverty or to
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support orphanages and similar social categories.”28 The two societies merged in 1949 to form
al-Jam’iyat al-Nisa’iya al-Urduniya al-Hashemiya (Society of Hashemite Jordanian Women), but
dissolved itself that same year without giving an official reason as to why.29
While Jam’iyat al-Tadamun and Jam’iyat al-Ittihad did initiate small-scale health and
education services for the poor, the activities of both organizations were ultimately limited to
charity and welfare, the “socially-acceptable way for women to enter the public sphere.”30
Several middle-class women did heed the call of nationalist figures for women to partake in
uplifting the nation. Nontheless, these programs set out by these organizations were social in
character, and not political. Indeed, “Arab feminists came from the urban upper and middle
clases, and the rights they demanded were determined by their own interests.”31 In this regard,
Jordan was no different than other women’s organizations in existence at the time.32 The
separation of the the social sphere from the political is precicely what limited the avenues of
growth for these elite organizations. In an era where the political climate brought radical
questions and demands to the table, these elite organizations devoted their time “to parties and
elaborate meetings, with little energy spent on ‘serious work’ related to the woman’s question.”33
Rather than question and challenge the structures that inhibited the advancement of women in
society, the elite women’s organizations operated within the confines of what the ruling class
permitted them. As the rest of this chapter will show, militant women began to conceive of
radical means to tackle and overcome their injustices.
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The Movement from Below
Whereas women societies and organizations in Jordan were latecomers in the region,
their organizational advancement and political participation exponentially grew in the 1950s. It is
mistakenly reported that in 1952, Salwa Zayadin became the first woman to join a political party
in Jordan when she joined the JCP.34 However, in her co-authored memoir, Salwa states that she
became a part of a JCP cell in Jerusalem a year before in 1951—the same year the party was
founded.35 As the wife of Yacoub Zayadin, an acclaimed doctor from Karak who was on the
central committee of the JCP, Salwa was exposed to Marxist theory from when they first met in
Lebanon.36 After marrying Yacoub and moving to Jerusalem, Salwa began offering women
beauty lessons to politically organize them.37
In 1951, Salwa and a woman named Rifqa al-Ghussein established the Rabitat al-Yaqtha
al-Nisa’iya, the Women’s Vigiliance Association (WVA) in Jerusalem—the first leftist women’s
organization in Jordan.38 The WVA published a weekly column in a newpaper called al-Sarih alMaqdisiya, and extended its operations into the East Bank of Jordan in 1952 under the names
Rabitat al-Difa’ ‘an Huquq al-Mar’a (Defending Women’s Rights Association) and Lijan alDifaa’ ‘an Huquq al-Mar’a al-Urduniyya (Committee for the Defense of Women’s Rights in
Jordan).39 The organization even drew the support of the esteemed poet Fadwa Tuqan. 40 Given
“the dense socialization of the small Jordanian society … belonging to a political group very
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difficult to hide,”41 and since all forms of political activism were outlawed in Jordan, women had
to resort to alternative methods to politically organize in the open. One such way was to establish
the Illiteracy Elimination Society, an arm of the DWRA, which was “the only legal way though
[sic] which activists could meet with women from different areas in the country without
obstruction from the government.”42
The WVA drew the popular support of many women members of the JCP, as well as
women that had loose affiliations with other leftist movements in Jordan, such as the Ba’th.
Emily Naffa’ was the president of the WVA branch in Jordan, and under her leadership, the
organization published an irregular magazine called Sawt al-Mar’a al-Urduniya.43 The magazine
was the first of its kind in Jordan; for the first time, a publication by leftist Jordanian women was
circulated across the country. Sawt al-Mar’a al-Urduniya published a range articles that spanned
from the condition for women in Jordan, to reports concerning the progress and demands of the
JWM, to news on regional feminist movements and women’s organizations. The WVA branch in
Jordan was so popular that it managed to expand its base beyond leftist women, bringing in
several other women who belonged to social and cultural organizations in Jordan.44
With the explosion of oppositional movements onto the Jordanian political scene, more
women joined the popular call for greater political participation, demanding equal social and
political rights. For women seeking an outlet for political activism, the JCP stood out amongst
the other political parties as the only political force with a clearly-defined set of goals to achieve
women’s liberation in Jordan. It was because of the JCP’s articulated stance on the role of
women in Jordanian society that many women’s organizations that were established during the
41
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1950s were “distinctly ‘leftist’ in nature” which “blended well” and intertwined with the work of
women in the JCP.45 It was because of the militancy of the communist women that the JWM
emerged in the 1950s as a “socialist-feminist” movement.
In 1954, al-Ittihad al-Mar’a al-‘Arabiyya, the Arab Women’s Federation (AWF) was
established by Emily Bisharat. While Bisharat has been incorrectly labeled as a communist, 46 she
never belonged to a political party.47 That said, however, she remained in close contact with
communist women of the JCP who were her colleagues and associates in the JWM. Unlike the
previous women’s organization Bisharat belonged to, the AWF had a politicized agenda and laid
out the means to achieve it. In addition to eliminating illiteracy for women and uplifting them
from poverty, the AWF sought to establish solidarity networks with other women’s organizations
in the Arab world and beyond.48 The more radical stance of the AWF relative to the
organizations that existed in the 1940s can be seen in their slogan, which read: “Equal rights and
responsibilities, liberating Palestine, and full Arab unity.”49
On November of that year, the AWF presented its first memorandum to the Prime
Minister’s office, calling on the government to “give women the right to run for office and vote
in municipal and parliamentary elections.” Upon reviewing this, the government deliberated and
finally agreed to a compromise by granting literate and educated women the right to vote. This
caused “great outrage because any illiterate male had the right to vote and sit in parliament.” In
protest, “hundreds of illiterate women sent the prime minister a memorandum bearing hundreds
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of thumbprints.”50 Such militancy threatened to shake the political establishment in Jordan, an
indication as to why the ruling elite pressed to quell any movements or struggles that called for
the extension of elementary political rights to women. The protests led by the JWM against
limited enfranchisement for literate women is indicative of their “shared identity as a
subordinated group.”51 By the year 1955, leftist women had constructed in the JWM the
foundations for a mass movement with an intersectional approach, shifting away from charity
and social work to a guided platform informed by gender, class, and nationalist politics.52
Not only does Abeer Dababneh highlight in her dissertation that the JCP was a main
facilitator in the early stages of the women’s movement in Jordan, but also asserts that the
ideology “at the early stage of the movement” was not only “Marxist feminist” but also
contained “socialist feminist ideology.”53 Overall, it was through the persistent political and
organizational work of socialist-feminist women associated with the JCP that the JWM was
transformed “from being solely a charitable movement to a more political and specifically
feminist movement.”54 For the first time in Jordan’s history, a coalition of forces coalesced
around the demands for women’s rights, and women of the JCP were instrumental in developing
the JWM’s leftist orientation.
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Politicizing the Movement: Women, Education, and the Party
It is documented that by 1899, the first girls’ schools were built in Salt and Karak by the
Ottoman government as part of a larger project to integrate the frontiers of the Ottoman Empire
with the policies of the metropole.55 By 1922, the sixth government school for girls was opened;
this number would remain the same through 1925.56 With the growing demand for educating
women, around twenty-three junior and secondary schools for girls welcomed Jordanian students
in 1953—still way less than the number of schools for boys.57 Women staffed these schools as
teachers and assistants as the first set of women to enter the Jordanian labor force. And while the
number of schools for girls was only about 15% of that for boys, the expansion of women into
the Jordanian public sphere was met with growing demands for educating girls from a very
young age. As such, a decree in 1952 made primary education mandatory for all children in
Jordan.58 Since Jordan did not have any institutions of higher education, those who wished to
further their studies traveled abroad.59
Amman did not have many libraries or bookstores into the 1950s. Abd al-Rahman Munif,
the acclaimed Saudi novelist who was raised in Jordan, recounts how literature was brought into
the country from abroad. “Many people travelled to Egypt,” Munif recalls, “bringing back large
numbers of books. Even those who returned with sheep and horses also carried back many books
without knowing their contents.”60 Munif continues: “As soon as a book arrived and was given to
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someone, it would be read and passed on to a second, then to a third person. It would do the
rounds like a spinning top. It did not matter whether it was fully understood or properly read.
What was more important was that this introduced a new reading mood and a change in the type
of books that had to be read!”61
Outlawing literature and forestalling literacy programs are policies actively pursued by
colonial regimes to contain and manage a docile population. Betty Anderson remarks that "the
most learned people in ... [Jordanian and Palestinian] society ... came out in opposition to the
Hashemite state and put forward clear policies for solving its problems."62 From this, it is clear
why containing and cutting the transmission of texts became integral to preventing the growth of
oppositional movements. This is illustrated in the lack of secondary and higher education
institutions in Jordan, particularly Amman, well into the 1950s. Possession of any texts deemed
subversive to the monarchy or the British were criminalized under the 1948 and 1953 AntiCommunist Laws in Jordan.63 To avoid punishment of anywhere between one to three years of
incarceration and forced labor, people went great to great lengths to avoid detection. Some
resorted to wrapping and burying texts in their backyards,64 while others were left with no option
but to burn literature and publications as a last resort when the threat of a raid was imminent.65
In 1947, a curious Emily Naffa’ asked to borrow a for copy of The Communist Manifesto
from her older brother Amal. Delighted, Amal lent his copy to Emily—as additional prints of
radical literature were extemely scarce and difficult to come across. In The Communist
Manifesto, Marx and Engels stress the dependence of women on men under capitalism by virtue
of being rooted in private property relations. This in particular is expressed in how the
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bourgeoisie under capitalism view women, or more specifically, wives, “as mere instruments of
production.”66 Emily recalled in my interview with her that reading this work had a tremendous
impact in forming her political consciousness.67 It is no surprise, then, that Emily joined the JCP
on the 8th of March, 1954—International Women’s Day. Three other women, Jalas Hanna,
Miladi Hamees, and Nada Mdanat—who together with Emily “became responsible for the
women’s section of the party” — joined that day. Very soon after, the number of women in the
party rose to eighty members.68
The expansion of the left in Jordan is illustrated through the radical literature that women
were now exposed to from a young age. Amal Kawar states that the Palestinian and Jordanian
women who were born during the 1930s and 1940s and became politicized at the nadir of Arab
nationalist and leftist movements read
Marx, Lenin, Sartre, de Beauvoir and Fanon; and they read the writings of Arab
thinkers like Aflaq of the Ba’ath Party and Habash of the Arab Nationalist
Movement. They also read the exciting new poetry of Mikhail Naimi, Adonis,
Salah Abdel Sabbur, and Nizar Qabbani.69
When Emily’s younger sister Layla was in the fifth grade, Amal gave her a copy of
Maxim Gorky’s The Mother to read. Touched by the plight of Pelagea Nilovna, a proletariat
subjected to grueling conditions in the factory and brutal violence from her drunken husband at
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home who gives birth to a revolutionary son in the lead-up to the 1905 Russian Revolution,
Layla’s interest with socialism developed from a very young age.70
In spite of the barriers that made procuring literature a daunting operating, anthologists of
modern Jordanian literature and poetry pay homage to the 1950s as a formative era in the
expansion of literary production and demand. The Jordanian short story was born in this decade
of “significant transformation in the intellectual and creative life of Jordan, spurred on by a wave
of social upheaval and its concomitant explosion of political parties and schools of thought.”71
The roaring political climate of the 1950s also developed the “first generation” of women poets
in modern Jordan, notably Fadwa Tuqan, Thurayya Malhas, and Salwa al-Jayyusi.72

The JWM, the JCP, and the Student Movement
Many school teachers in Jordan were communists,73 and institutions of higher education
were a fertile ground for communist political activity—especially amongst high school girls.74
More so, Samir Kharinu highlights that the communists entrenched themselves within the
student’s movement in Jordan from very early on.75 In part, this was because the orientation of
the JCP was geared towards building its base around an educated and professional class of
cadres, instead of focusing its efforts around organizing Jordan’s miniscule labor force. Aida alNajjar states that the first attempt to form a student conference in Jordan began in 1951 through
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exchanges with the Kuliya al-’Ilmiya al-Islamiya, the Islamic Educational College, Madrasat alMutran, the Bishop’s School for Boys, and Kuliyyat al-Hussein, al-Hussein College.76 By
developing ties with educated youth, the JCP made significant strides towards developing a
multi-generational organization, exposing young people to political activism from a very early
age. The reason as to why schools were exposed to communism from early on is that a large
portion of leftists were school teachers at the time. One estimate has it that teachers comprised
around 60% of the JCP’s membership during the 1950s. 77 Furthermore, ““many young people
identified with the communist cause for social justice, particularly for women in rural areas
struggling to escape the chains of poverty and illiteracy.”78 Some of the most prominent political
figures in Jordan, including Zayadin, Nabih Irshaidat, and future prime minister Wasfi Tal, all
recall learning about socialism and the Bolshevik revolution through their nationalist and leftist
teachers during their time as students at Salt Secondary School during the 1930s and 40s.79 By
fostering a radical and progressive body of students, the JCP would be able to broaden its base of
support through the inculcation of radical politics at a young age.
There were also practical reasons for creating strong ties with the student movement. In
addition for it being much easier for students to distribute flyers undetected, teachers had a much
easier time dessiminating their thoughts to the youth.80 Students, particularly girls, were used in
distributing the JCP’s flyers and pamphlets, as they stood a greater chance than grown party
members of getting caught with material.81 Palestinian poet and writer Mourid Barghouti
describes in his biographical novel, I Saw Ramallah, how his older brother Mounif would hide
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“illegal pamphlets in his shoes” to avoid detection.82 Not all children, however, were fortunate
enough to avade the pervasive watch of Jordanian security forces. In June 1952 a young school
boy named Wadie al-Sha’ir, who was in the fourth grade at the time, was cought distributing
flyers across his school. The boy was immediately arrested and sentenced to three years of
imprisonment for being in possession of communist flyers.83

Conclusion
The women’s movement developed much later in Jordan relative to its counterparts in
Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine, and Syria. Despite entering the field as a latecomer, by the turn
of the 50s, a politically-oriented women’s movement emerged in response to the explosion of
leftist oppositional movements in Jordan. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the JCP was the
first political party in Jordan to demand equal social and political rights for women in its charter.
Furthermore, the JCP was the only party at the time to allow women to join its ranks. As such,
the JCP became a space where leftist women could enter the political sphere in Jordan and
develop political consciousness.
As a highly organized and disciplined force within the Jordanian political opposition, the
JCP served as a base that fostered the emergence of a socialist-feminist women’s movement in
Jordan. By orienting the party’s base towards skilled labor and the educated middle-class, the
JCP, along with its members in the JWM, entrenched itself themselves the burgeoining student
movement, attracting scores of young and militant women. The movement was organized around
a particular set of demands and sought to overthrow the patriarchial structures that inhibited their
social and political mobility. In doing such, it not only attracted educated women from the
82
83

Mourid Barghouti, I Saw Ramallah (New York: Anchor Books, 2001), p. 39.
al-Hajjaj, Tarikh al-Ahzab al-Siyasiyya al-Urduniyya, pp. 248-9.
43

middle- and upper-classes, but also found a base amongst impoverished women in the cities,
refugee camps, and villages. Communist women who vigilantly struggled to politicize the JWM
under the dual threat of regime retaliation and hegemonic patriarchical structures, organized
around a clearly articulated platform informed by the notions of nation, gender, and class.
Through this intersectional approach, leftist women were successful in mobilizing the movement
around the anti-imperial struggle in Jordan between 1955-57. It is to this struggle that the next
chapter now turns.
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Chapter 3: “Fal-Yasqut Hilf Baghdad!”1 Women and the Anti-Imperialist Movement in
Jordan
A wave from Buckingham Palace was like a perfumed kiss of death.
—James Morris
“Everybody belonged to a party in the 1950s because … they promised
revolutionary answers to replace the “old” colonially constructed Hashemite
state with a new, more equal Arab union.
—Betty Anderson

As we have seen from the introductory chapter, the prospect of Jordan joining the
Baghdad Pact was already disdained by Jordanian masses across the political spectrum.
Ascension into the pact meant a deepening of Britain’s involvement in Jordanian affairs. Given
anger over the fact that Britain controlled Jordan’s currency, its export-import trade, and the
military,2 the Baghdad Pact served as a vehicle for a mass movement against Western imperial
hegemony over the Middle East in general and Jordan in particular. Furthermore, the tragic death
of Raja abu-‘Ammasha only fueled animosity towards the pact, Britain, and even the monarchy
itself. While the Baghdad Pact was the single-largest event that galvanized Jordanian society
around a common set of demands—complete national independence from Britain—there were
several events over the course of Jordan’s first decade of nominal independence that mobilized
the Jordanian masses against British hegemony and western imperialism.
Alongside the JCP, the Ba’th party played a competing role in the leftist camp of Jordan’s
political opposition.3 Together, the “leaders of the parties used simple slogans—“Arab unity”
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and “anti-imperialism”—to tap into people’s anger, event after event throughout the 1950s. 4 Yet
in spite of the vast amount of literature that deals with the anti-imperialist movement in Jordan
during the Baghdad Pact years, the role of women is systematically overlooked in all major
accounts. Anti-imperialism and national liberation are inextricably linked to women’s liberation,
yet notably absent in the first decade of Jordan’s nominal independence—even in progressive
accounts—is the crucial role that women played in the formation of post-colonial Jordanian
society. Thus, this chapter seeks to resituate the first phase of the Jordanian Women’s Movement
(JWM) within the broader anti-imperialist movement in Jordan during the 1950s. Through a
close examination of the ways that women mobilized around national and international events
throughout the 1950s, this chapter will illustrate the leading role played by leftist women during
the apex of the anti-imperial struggle in Jordan.

The JWM and the Question of Palestine
The liberation of Palestine has been at center of the Jordanian women’s movement from
its inception. Following UN Resolution 181 regarding the partition of Palestine in 1947, elite
women from Jam’iyat al-Ittihad al-Nisa’i al-Urduni passionately spoke out against the imminent
tragedies to befall Palestine. Lam’a Bseiso, one of the founding member of al-Ittihad and the
wife of Munif al-Razzaz—a founding member of the Ba’th in Jordan—gave a political-charged
speech in which she outlined the responsibilities and duties of women during this difficult
moment.5
The impact of Israeli colonization on the lives of Palestinian women cannot be over
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stressed.6 While the Nakba became a continual process that radically transformed the lives of
over a million Palestinians, it was in the wake of this disaster that women and young girls were
immediately forced to “assume the responsibility of their families and the nation” thus “radically
altering their social roles.”7 This would have a large impact on the women who became
politically active in the 1950s—both in Palestine and Jordan. In addition to having their lives
completely overturned by colonial occupation, these women “tried hard to carry on their
activities secretly, by at least maintaining meetings and motivating each other.”8
Colonial violence became a part of the daily life for people in Palestine. Even before the
formation of the state of Israel, events like the Deir Yassin massacre foreshadowed the violence
that was to fall on the Palestinian population. The traumas of this horrific massacre and the
expulsion from Palestine were still fresh in the minds of the Palestinians when Unit 101 of the
Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) conducted a bloody night raid against the inhabitants of Qibya, a
small village in the West Bank on 14 October 1953. Ariel Sharon, who headed the special forces
Unit 101, led hundreds of troops to the village of Qibya under the codename “Operation
Shoshana”—massacring sixty-nine civilians and leveling dozens of homes.9
Palestinians and Jordanians were shocked by the heinous acts committed by the IDF, and
which was also translated into growing resentment towards the Hashemite regime. 10
Immediately after the attack, girls from the Zein al-Sharaf public school took part in the “Qibya
demonstrations,” marching down a major street in Amman. Aida al-Najjar, who took part in this
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protest as a school girl, recalls her coming of political age during this mass demonstration.
Beginning at the front gates of Zein al-Sharaf public school, the school girls marched down with
their teachers down to Salt Street in downtown Amman, chanting: “to the frontline, soldiers!”
“Down with Israel!” and “Palestine lives!” Al-Najjar mentions in her memoir how the protest
grew with every street turn, bringing in students from other schools, like Kulliyat al-‘Ilmiyya alIslamiyya, al-Hussein College, and bringing other children lingering around the street corners,
into the protest. Despite attempts by the security forces to steer the protesters away from the
major streets by caning the girls’ legs, the protesters were not detered.11
The JCP’s support in the refugee camps inside the West Bank steadily grew, and it was
reported from 1953 onwards that “the Communists became very strong in the camp area amongst
teachers and pupils” in Tulkarm.”12 Other strikes that took place in Balata, Far’a, and Arrub
refugee camps “were motivated by” members of the JCP: “UNRWA Camp Leaders” led two
strikes, and teachers the other.13 Despite communist teachers’ presence within the schools that
educated children in the refugee camps, and having a few the free clinics in the camps run by
communist doctors, the JCP failed to establish a strong following support amongst the
Palestinian refugees inside Jordan. Much of the reason behind the JCP’s unpopularity in the
refugee camps was due to their adherence to the USSR’s unwavering stance on UN Resolution
181 regarding the partition of Palestine.
Contrary to dominant Western assumptions that Palestinian refugee camps were “hotbeds
for communist activity,” the JCP failed to gain the support of the Palestinians in the refugee
camps, whose ideological positions at the time were closer to those of the Movement of Arab
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Nationalists (MAN).14 Furthermore, critics within the Palestinian Resistance Movement (PRM)
like Ghazi al-Khalili assert that the JCP failed to adopt a revolutionary position that linked the
liberation of women to the liberation of Palestine.15 Overall, JCP was unable to gain the popular
support of the Palestinian refugees in Jordan; as long as the JCP remained a political
organization that was committed to maintaining a base of the educated and middle-classes of
Jordanian society, its membership was bound to be constrained given Jordan’s social
composition at the time. In the absence of a sizeable working class in Jordan, the JCP was by
default unable to operate as a party of the proletariat and lumpenproletariat.

Internationalizing the Struggle
Women played a leading role in garnering support for the JCP’s semi-legal front
organizations. In an attempt to publicize the Stockholm Peace Appeal—a campaign led by
French communist Frédéric Joliot-Curie—that called for complete nuclear disarmament and
global peace in the wake of US expansionism in the post-war era, the JCP formed their own
peace campaign, called Ansar al-Salam, the Peace Partisans, in 1951. Ansar al-Salam’s platform
of global peace garnered popular support from the start, and that year alone, the JCP managed to
collect around twenty thousand signatures on their petition by the end of the year. Furthermore,
the success of the peace campaign helped dismiss the regime’s unfounded attacks against the
JCP as a violent organization.16 What made Ansar al-Salam particularly significant, however, is
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that it became the first political movement in Jordan to have women sitting on its central
committee (four in total).17
On a regional level, the Egyptian Revolution of 1952 and the subsequent rise of Gamal
Abdel Nasser had a profound impact on anti-colonial movements across Africa and the Middle
East. As the first country in the Arabic-speaking MENA to overthrow British rule, Egypt’s
success confirmed to national liberation movements across the region that expulsion of the
British was no longer a fantasy—but an achievable reality. Attempts to nationalize Iran’s
petroleum exports, Algeria’s revolution against the French, and the Jabal Akhdar Rebellion in
Oman were all part of a series of revolts and uprisings against British and French imperialism in
the Middle East. Such struggles against colonialism and imperialism demonstrate how Britain
and France were not only on the defensive in the postwar Middle East, but were rapidly losing a
grip over their colonies and protectorates.
In the same year of the Egyptian Revolution, women from Jerusalem traveled by busses
to Amman to attend a large demonstration in solidarity with Iraqi people against repression at the
hands of the prime minister, Nuri al-Said.18 Several nurses and women who worked at the
Augusta Victoria Hospital in Jerusalem took the journey to Amman to also call for women’s
rights and democracy in the Arab world. Many of these women did not make it back home to
Jerusalem that night, for security forces in Amman had detained them on the streets and sent
them to a police station. Salwa Zayadin was one of those women who spent three nights inside
the holding cell at the police station until she was released.19
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Since the majority of women and girls in Jordan were illiterate into the 1950s, radio
programs were a crucial platform for informing people of domestic and regional events. Gamal
Abdel Nasser’s Sawt al-Arab, or Voice of the Arabs, was the most prominent of these programs.
In addtion to news broadcasts, speeches, and daily announcements, Nasser frequently came on
the show to deliver addresses to promote pan-Arabism, espouse anti-monarchist sentiment, and
call for the Arab masses to rise against imperial rule. Women of the Naffa’ household highly
benefited from tuning in to Sawt al-Arab every night. Because the monarchy proscribed its
subjects from listening to Sawt al-Arab and other foreign radio services deemed subversive,
several families would come together to with the radio under the covers to avoid sounds of the
radio spreading beyond the confines of the room.20
In addition to regular demonstrations in Jordan that were organized by women, some
within the JWM believed that they were strong enough of a force to take up armed struggle
against imperial powers. By the summer of 1956, anti-imperial forces in Jordan were so
empowered that when Britain, France, and Israel attacked Egypt during the Suez Crisis in
response to Nasser nationalizing the Suez Canal, women of the AWU wrote to the government
asking them to allow women to receive military and first-aid training to then send Jordanian
women in the struggle against the tripartite aggression by Britain, France, and Israel.21
Moreover, the JWM also expressed their solidarity through a series of mass demonstrations in
support of the Algerian Revolution and other anti-colonial national liberation movements
throughout the Global South.22
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Women and the Baghdad Pact
In the summer of 1955 Emily Naffa’ went to Poland to attend the Fifth World Festival of
Youth and Students (WFYS). The WFYS occurred on the same year that the Afro-Asian
Conference—commonly known as the Bandung Conference—was held. It was in Warsaw that
Emily saw the extent of damage and destruction that had persisted across Europe even almost a
decade after WWII ended. During this conference, Emily was enthralled by the solidarity
expressed by the delegates from the Global South towards Palestine.23 The motto for the WFYS
that year, “For Peace and Friendship—Against the Aggressive Imperialist Pacts”24 which could
not have been raised at a more fitting time, for later that year Jordan would become embattled in
a struggle against the Baghdad Pact.
That year, Britain decided to create a defense pact in the Middle East in a desperate
attempt to reassert its hegemony in the postwar Middle East. Though operating as an anti-Soviet
military alliance against communism, CENTO was also created in an effort to limit American
expansionism into parts of the Middle East under Britain’s imperial orbit. Alongside Britain,
Pakistan and Turkey were the inaugural members of the Pact, and Iran followed suit. If the pact
were to have any legitimacy as a force in the Middle East, Iraq was brought in through a military
pact with Turkey—from then on known as the Baghdad Pact.
On 2 November 1955, Turkish president Celâl Bayar arrived in Amman on an official
visit to bring Jordan into the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), more commonly referred to
as the Baghdad Pact.25 As Jordan’s main point-of-access into the global capitalist economy at the
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time was through British subsidies directed towards the Arab Legion, ascension into the pact
posed to determine the future of these subsidies, and by extension, the future of the nominallyindependent state. Such was the subject of the struggle over the Baghdad Pact.26 Throughout the
week of Bayar’s visit and after, people took to the streets across all the major cities and towns in
Jordan and the occupied West Bank in a series of mass demonstrations against Jordan’s pending
ascension into the pact.
Written to emphasize the absurdity of the “rioters” during Jordan’s flirtation with the
pact, one biographer of the Hashemite family described the demonstrations in Jordan’s “dark and
terrifying.”
And then, perhaps when the night was falling, and Amman was cold and
apprehensive, and the Legionnaires had cocked their rifles, and Glubb was
waiting beside his telephone, and the King listening in his palace—then, toward
the end of the day, the mindless rabble would pour into the streets, shouting and
singing hideously, with their crazed impresarios prancing beside them, swift,
ugly, cruel, their eyes gleaming in the torchlight, and a deep awful swell of
voices, here a boy waving his arms like a lunatic, there a scowling silent fanatic;
and they would stream like a muddy flood through the streets of the city, to loot
an office or persecute a politician; and the rumble of their voices would echo
through the capital, and the flare of their torches would flash through the hills, and
Amman would clamp its shutters and double-bolt its doors and comfort its
frightened children, as the mob came streaming by; until at last Glubb Pasha
would lift his telephone, the Legionnaires would leap in their trucks, and in a
flash, as the Bedouin soldiers came grimly into the square, that ghastly multitude
http://www.ocerint.org/intcess15_e-publication/papers/436.pdf; Abd al-Hadi al-Madadha, ‘Ala
Jamr al-Ghadha: Qira’at fi al-Hukumaat al-Urduniyya, 1949-1960 (Amman: Alaan Publishers
& Distributors, 2016), p. 68. It is worth noting that Shlaim claims they arrived on 3 November,
p. 84. For an analysis of attempts to coerce Jordan into Baghdad Pact, see: B. Kemal Yeşilbursa,
The Baghdad Pact: Anglo-American Defence Policies in the Middle East, 1950-59 (New York:
Frank Cass, 2005), pp. 121-164.
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would vanish into its holes and pitiful hovels, eddying away through the back
streets and the bazaars as the last waters of a retreating wave are sucked and
swirled away into the declivities of the sand.27
This passage depicts the protestors as violent and irrational actors wreaking havoc throughout the
streets of Amman. Seen in this light, the demands of the people are seen as illegitimate through
their “mindless rabble,” as though they knew not of the political stakes behind the Baghdad Pact.
In fact, such narratives not only undermine the legitmacy of the protestoes and demands, but
completely deny them their agency as an organized force with a clearly defined set of aims.
In one major demonstration organized by the JCP in light of a curfew in Amman, the
party called upon women to march on the frontline and lead the rally during the two hours when
the curfew would be lifted on the population. Layla Naffa’ recalls how young people like her
were given banners to hold and party slogans to chant. Emily and the sister of Suleiman Nabulsi,
the future prime minister of Jordan, stood at the top of a major staircase in downtown Amman to
deliver speeches to the masses. Despite being given direct orders to fire live ammunition at the
protestors, soldiers on the ground disobeyed their orders and refrained from shooting into the
crowds. This was because Mahmoud al-Maaytah, an officer commanding the troops on the
streets of Amman that day was a Ba’athist and one of the founding members of the Jordanian
Free Officers Movement, he ordered of his troops not to fire under any circumstances.28
Emily Naffa’ asserted that by the time women took to the streets in protest against the
Baghdad Pact, leftist women had succeeded in developing a sufficient level of political and class
consciousness amongst the members of the JWM. When the call was made, women were the first
to descend onto the streets; their militant energy ignited the protests from the frontline as they
made rallying cries for more women to join in against British imperial hegemony in Jordan and
27
28
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the Middle East.29 It was women who began chanting: “fal-Yasqut Hilf Baghdad!”30 To borrow
Jane McDermid and Anna Hillyar’s phrase, Jordanian women “were not only on the scene …
they helped set it.”31
During one of the demonstration at the height of the anti-Baghdad Pact protests, Emily
was forced to flee to a well-known restaurant after security forces encircled a group of protesters.
After finding shelter inside Jabri restaurant, two soldiers burst into the restaurant and
immediately recognized her from the protests. Thankfully, one of the workers at the restaurant
managed to convince the soldiers that Emily was in fact a regular customer who had just finished
her lunch, and as such, Emily was not detained.32 The series of strikes and protests that occured
throughout the month of December were so effective that they brought down Hazza’ Majali’s
government on 21 December—less than six days after he was appointed with direct instructions
from the monarchy and Glubb Pasha to bring Jordan into the Baghdad Pact. Majali’s first term as
premier remains the shortest-lived government in Jordan’s history. The anti-imperialist
movement was so powerful in Jordan during the demonstrations against the Baghdad Pact that
governments were formed an dissolved at an alarming pace—a clear indication that the regime
was losing its grip over domestic affairs. The killing of Raja’ Abu Ammasha only fueled
resentment towards British imperialism and the Hashemite regime that the monarch caved into
popular demands and announced that Jordan will not be signing the Baghdad Pact.

A New Dawn
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In celebration of International Women’s Day on 8 March 1956, Emily Naffa’, Emily
Bisharat, and Hayat Badr organized a major event for women on the outskirts of Jericho—near
the Dead Sea. Buses from the East and West Bank drove in several hundreds of women from
Jerusalem, Nablus, Hebron, Ramallah, Amman, Zarqa, Madaba, Zarqa, and Irbid to take part in
this landmark event. With Glubb Pasha’s termination as lieutenant general of the Arab Legion
and his deportation from Jordan only a week before, spirits and militancy were high throughout
the event. This was a celebration of the progress and growth of the JWM over the past two years.
Throughout the day, the women in attendance chanted anti-imperialist slogans: “fal-tasqut almu’ahada al-Britaniya” (down with the Anglo-Jordanian treaty) and “Tadamun ma’ alFilasteeniyun wa al-nisa’ al-Filastiniyat” (solidarity with Palestinians and Palestinian women)
were some of the chants raised while celebrating International Women’s Day. 33 This is but one
instance that highlights the unexplored aspect of the “massive anti-imperialist Jordanian national
movement.”34
The communists were feeling so empowered after the dismissal of Glubb Pasha and the
nationalization of the army that in May of 1956, the central committee of the JCP published an
open letter to king Hussein in al-Muqawama al-Sha’biyya. The open letter presented a powerful
defense of the masses in the struggle against British, French, and American imperialism in the
region, and—with the exception of the term imperialism—refrained from using Marxist
terminology, framing the future of Jordan through nationalist and pan-Arabist lenses. “Algerian
land is drowning in Arab blood. And in the Arab protectorates of Bahrain and Buraimi the
British are complicit in the slaughter of Arabs.”35 These were but some of the examples that the
JCP used to illustrate the perpetual nature of violence in the region under imperial rule.
Interview with Layla and Emily Naffa’.
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Commending the monarch on his decision to expel Glubb and Arabize the military, the JCP
called on the regime to give the people a democratically-elected national government.
Between the months of March and October, all the major leftist parties in Jordan
vigorously campaigned for women’s rights in the run-up to the elections of 1956. Al-Jabha alWataniyya, the National Front, a front organization established by the JCP as a means to enter
into the Jordanian parliamentary elections,36 called for the “extension of political rights to
women”37; while the Ba’th called for the “establishment of political rights for women.”38 Figures
across the political spectrum mobilized against Jordan’s ascension to the Pact, yet it was the JCP
that was instrumental at directing the women’s movement to the streets to protest against the
government. Though the movements failed to gain full suffrage for women until 1974, those
women who passed a literacy proficiency test were allowed to vote—and their votes were cast
during Jordan’s only democratic elections, those of October 1956, which brought Suleiman
Nabulsi’s National Socialist Party (NSP) to power. In a remarkable campaign, al-Jabha alWataniyya won three out of eight seats, receiving more than 51,000 votes in a turnout of
405,000.39 From this, the turnout of women and the number of votes they cast are unknown.
Jordan’s only democratically-elected premier, Suleiman Nabulsi, appointed Abdel Qader
al-Saleh as minister of agriculture, becoming the first “Communist minister in the Arab world”
when he was selected to join Nabulsi’s cabinet.40 Although this electoral success put pressure on
British agents in Jordan referred to the Front as the “Communist Cover party”. See [FO
371/121468] Amman Chancery to Levant Department, Foreign Office, 4 August 1956. in Jane
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the government to adopt a more lenient approach towards the JCP, the party failed to capitalize
on the political liberalization in Jordan, ultimately failing to transform itself from an
underground movement into a mass-based social organization. Despite the JCP’s inabilty to take
advantage of the electoral victory, Al-Atiyat claims that women were “supported by” Nabulsi’s
short-lived “socialist oriented” government between 1956-7.41 This was also reiterated
throughout my interviews with Emily and Layla Naffa’.42

Repression and Dissolution
In the wake of the growing strength of leftist forces in Jordan, the monarchy sought to
consolidate its ranks by seeking out domestic and international bases of support. Internally, the
regime strengthened what Tariq Tell calls the “Hashemite Compact,” a social pact between the
monarchy and both Bedouin and tribal forces, in which “loyalty was exchanged for security,”
ultimately offsetting turmoil in Jordan amongst the latter two social groups and contain the
growth of the left in Jordan.43 On the international plane, Jordan sought American assistance and
aid to fill the void and uncertainty left behind in the wake of British withdrawal. The Eisenhower
Doctrine, introduced on 5 January 1957, was an anti-communist containment policy announced
by president Dwight Eisenhower to procure “emergency measures … to fill the power vacuum
left by the sharp reduction in British and French influence” in the Middle East.44
Jordan had found itself sucked into the global Cold War in the struggle between
monarchism and republicanism—with the former emerging victorious.45 Seen as a political
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bulwark moderate counterweight against the threat of Nasserite expansionism and Soviet
encroachment, America began to take serious interest in the domestic affairs of Jordan. Though
Jordan never formally subscribed to the Eisenhower Doctrine,46 its impact in the Middle East
reverberated across the country. Since Article 2 of the Anti-Communist Law of 1953 determined
that communism “shall mean advocation of the replacement of the existing regime … by a
regime existing in the Communist States aiming at the establishment of a class dictatorship,”47
the monarchy was able to tap into the vast pool of funds, military resources, and if necessary,
American intervention to “secure and protect the integrity and political independence [of Jordan]
… against overt armed aggression from a nation controlled by international communism.”48
Less than a year into Jordan’s liberization period, the experiment was swiftly terminated
by April 1957. With the support of Bedouin troops loyal to the throne, the monarchy purged the
military of republican and left-leaning officers, replacing them with right-wing royalists.49
During the palace-coup of April 1957, Bedouin regiments were deployed to the streets “with
blackened faces [to prevent their recognition].”50 The regime also made use of its close ties with
the Muslim Brootherhood (MB) when it deployed them as a “political counterpoise” against
communist and pan-Arabist forces in the country.51 The MB despised the leftist forces in Jordan,
and “supported the West-sponsored regional organizations against Communism.”52 Furthermore,
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the MB was the only political party that was allowed to operate legally in Jordan until 1989.53 It
was also during this period that two of the most power tribal units of Jordanian society, the
‘Adwan and Bani Sakhr, put their decades of political rivarly and embroiled tension aside as in a
demonstration of their loyalty to the throne. 54 Those particularly affected from the effects of the
doctrine were the leftist political parties in Jordan, and the women’s movement in general.
Incarceration rates after the fall of Nabulsi’s government were highest amongst ba’athists and
communists.
The palace coup of 1957 ushered in new forms of gendered violence. Whereas left-wing
parties had enjoyed the indirect support of the short-lived government and at the very minimum
operated more freely, all progressive gains that had been fought and won in the streets over the
past five years were rescinded as soon as Martial Law was imposed in Jordan. The most
significant loss for the JWM was when the regime repealed women’s limited suffrage after the
palace coup.55 The JWM, which had the direct support of prime minister Suleiman Nabulsi
himself, was not spared from the onslaught against the political movements in Jordan. These
repressive measures crushed both the JCP and the JWM—depleting their ranks in the process,56
forcing all political parties and women’s organizations back underground for decades to come.
Scores of women were detained, had their male family-members imprisoned, or forced into exile
and tried in absentia.57 “In addition to dissolving women’s groups, and attacking women’s
demonstrations that had both an anticolonial nationalist agenda and a gender-equality agenda,”
Joseph Massad writes, “government forces did not hesitate to detain women, to dismiss them
53
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from jobs, even to shoot them.”58

Conclusion:
Figures across the political spectrum on the left and right mobilized against Jordan’s
ascension into the Baghdad Pact, yet it was the JCP that was instrumental at directing the
women’s movement to the streets to protest against the regime. Not only did the women of the
JCP politicize the JWM in the 1950s, it was the driving force behind the anti-imperialist
movement in Jordan. What made the early women’s movement in Jordan socialist-feminist in
character was its materialist outlook on gender oppression. In addition to patriarchy, the leaders
of the women’s movement attributed their inferior status to political and economic oppression.
These factors were not archaic or inherent features of patriarchy, but rather modern phenomena
manifested in the practices of the state and the imposition of capitalist social relations in Jordan.
Since Jordan’s main point of access to the global capitalist economy came through British
subsidiaries to the military, itself a masculine institution sustained by British officers, 59 the
leaders of the movement rightly pointed that the forms of gender oppression in Jordan were a
product of capitalist modernity, not timeless features of Arab societies.
The success of the anti-imperialist movement in Jordan emboldened the leftist political
opposition in Jordan, including the JCP and JWM—though their ability to grow into mass
movements was cut short by the counterrevolutionary measures of the Hashemite regime. The
JWM was particularly targeted during the palace coup of 1957. The regime spared no expense
towards the JWM, branding their activities political subversion, and as such outlawing their
presence and shattering all progressive gains won by women over the previous years.
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Furthermore, the regime began to weaponize honor by shaming and demeaning women who took
to the streets. This had a particularly devastating effect, as it galvanized conservative and
reactionary forces against women fighting for social justice.60
The purpose of this thesis has been two-fold: first, to show that gender inequalities were
accentuated under British imperial tutelage, and that it was British colonial policy that actively
suppressed local demands for women to receive equal rights well into post-colonial years in
Jordan. It took Furthermore, by the time that the only democratic government in Jordan’s history
was dissolved and Martial Law imposed, it was American economic and political backing that
ushered in new forms of gender violence and repression under the pretext of containing the threat
of global communism. The second aim of this thesis has been to reconstruct a social history of
Jordan during the 1950s that incorporates several actors and groups, like leftist women and the
JWM, back into the story they were a part of. Women of the JCP were major players in their
party and the JWM in the struggle against imperialism and fight for national liberation. In doing
such, this thesis affirms the symbiotic relationship between the JWM and the JCP during the
1950s. Throughout that decade, both movements vigorously fought to challenge the system in
Jordan through political organization and social activism. As such, the importance of the JWM’s
socialist-feminist character is crucial to understanding the first phase of the women’s movement
in Jordan. Though they were brutally suppressed by 1957, it was the organizational capacity of
these militant women that laid the foundation for future generations to pick up and continue the
struggles that were lost.
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Epilogue
When Israel occupied the West Bank in June of 1967 and annexed it from Jordan, one of
the immediate tasks as an occupational power was to establish control over the local population.
Israeli security forces did not need to look further than the archives of the Jordanian Security
Services, where vast amounts of information documenting the Palestinians in the West Bank
were stored. Amnon Cohen, who had open access to the archives as a colonel in the IDF and a
political advisor to the military governor of the West bank, would utilize these resources in the
service of swiftly containing all major oppositional figures and forces against Israeli occupation.1
The culmination of Cohen’s role in the occupational regime resulted in the publication of the
first major insight into the nature of Jordanian surveillance mechanisms deployed in the West
Bank. What Cohen’s study revealed to the reader is the extent to which Jordanian security forces
monitored the political activity of its subjects. “Much of the information that the [political]
parties had not committed to paper,” Cohen uncovered, “or that was deliberately destroyed by
the parties when they were outlawed, is available to the researcher in the security services’
archives.”2
In Jordan, the Hashemite regime was equally successful in demobilizing all popular
forces that existed before 1957 by constructing and expanding the Jordanian security forces. In
1977, two decades after Martial Law was imposed in Jordan, an exposé by The Washington Post
revealed that since the palace coup of 1957, the CIA had funneled several millions of dollars
directly to the monarch. The initial amount paid by the CIA to the palace under operation “No
Beef” “apparently ran in the millions of dollars.” These annual cash payments, delivered in
briefcases by the CIA station chief in Amman to the palace, was justified by “allowing U.S.
1
2

See Beinin review of Cohen MERIP 1983, p. 36.
Cohen, Political Parties, p. 9.
63

intelligence agencies to operate freely” in Jordan. Furthermore, in exchange for these payments,
the monarchy and the security forces provided the CIA with crucial intelligence gathering, often
collaborating on several missions.3 Years later, Jack O’Connell, Jordan’s CIA station chief from
1963-1971, admitted in his memoir that his primary job in Jordan “was to keep King Hussein in
power,” with the JCP being one of the CIA’s primary targets.4
The second decade of Jordan’s independence was a very dark time for political activism
in Jordan. From 1957-1967, the entirety of the JCP’s central committee and experienced cadre
members were either incarcerated in prisons across Jordan or forced to live in exile.5 The
Jordanian Women’s Movement (JWM) was not spared from the monarchy’s repression. Being a
woman did not prevent them from arbitrary arrest and brutal torture. In fact, “many women were
exposed to arrests and torture in Jordan from the late 1950s to the mid 1960s.”6 In addition to
losing all the progressive gains that were fought during the 1950s, the regime turned to
weaponizing honor to ensure that the JWM would not be able to reconstitute itself in the
militancy and organizational capacity of previous years. Article 340 of Jordanian Penal Code
was introduced in 1960—more commonly known as the law regarding “honor killings.” This law
stipulates that “he who discovers his wife or one of his female relatives committing adultery and
kills, wounds, or injures one or both of them, is excempt from any penalty.”7
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Despite the structural barriers put in place to prohibit the rise of the Jordanian left and the
JWM, militant activism persisted in Jordan. Once more, these forces found themselves operating
underground and through clandestine activity the way they had when they were first established
less than a decade before. Through the reign of terror wrought onto the political opposition in
Jordan, the JWM sprung up almost immediately after being shattered and forced underground.
Al-Atiyat writes that:
Women’s activism did not fully disappear from the public scene, however.
Rather, it took other forms, as Emily Naffa’ would argue. After martial law was
put in place, some women kept working secretly in small and underground
societies … organizations such as the Arab Women’s Awake League, which was
founded in 1957 by some female members of the Communist Party, is an example
of such implicit forms of organization.8
Martial Law and fierce repression in the decades that followed after 1957 meant that JCP
members would lead “fierce battles and hunger strikes, inflammatory cold war rhetoric, daring
overnight trips across the country to distribute incriminating pamphlets, and coded messages
swapped with imprisoned political dissidents.”9
Raja’ Abu Ammasha’s death remained in the memory of many women in Jordan and
Palestine. The outrage over her murder mobilized scores of women over the years as her
martyrdom became the symbol of national liberation. Under Martial Law and brutal repression,
leftist forces were in retreat, under the Six-Day War of 1967 with Israel completely transformed
Jordanian society. With the defeat of 1967 and the loss of the West Bank, radical Jordanian and
Palestinian women found in the New Left a political platform to fight for their freedom. In
rejecting the more revisionist and innefective positions of the JCP after 1967, militant women
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turned to armed struggle to achieve complete liberation from capitalism, Zionism, and the
Hashemite regime. That, however, is a different story to be told.
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